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Foreword


In 2013, I first saw Brainstorm as a scratch performance by twenty-five teenage members of Company Three (then Islington Community Theatre). The group, together with directors Ned Glasier and Emily Lim, had seen my TED Talk on the teenage brain and been inspired to create a play about what was happening inside their heads. Ned and Emily approached me and my former PhD student, Dr Kate Mills, to talk to them about the science of the adolescent brain.


When I saw the scratch performance, I had no idea what to expect, but from the first scene onwards I was mesmerised by the imaginative interpretation of the science and the brilliant performances by the talented young people. The play was innovative and clever, and incredibly poignant, telling the stories of the complex relationships between the young people and their parents, set within the context of the science of how the adolescent brain develops.


I wanted to get more involved and was delighted that a grant from the Wellcome Trust enabled Kate and me to spend more time with the directors and young people to develop the play. Our first step on this journey was a twenty-minute performance and talk by the young people and myself in front of four thousand people at the Discovering the Future of Medicine event at the Royal Albert Hall in London.


It is important that we find new ways to communicate our scientific discoveries to young people and the general public, and Brainstorm is a perfect example of this. The impact of the play on its audiences at the Royal Albert Hall, Park Theatre, National Theatre and on BBC iPlayer has been profound and long-lasting. The cast have told Kate and me stories of parents rethinking how they understand and interact with their children as a consequence of learning about brain development from the play. We have heard about headteachers who have seen the play and returned to their schools determined to do things differently.


And we have learned from the experience too. It’s fascinating and important to learn about how the science of the adolescent brain is interpreted by young people themselves. We learn about their experiences, what’s important to them and what they care about, and this gives us ideas for our next experiments.


It has always been important to me that science is accessible and that everyone has a role to play in communicating it, questioning it and sharing it. I hope this book enables many other young people to have the same experience of self-discovery that the cast of Company Three’s Brainstorm did, and that many more audience members might start to understand the extraordinary potential of the teenage brain.


Sarah-Jayne Blakemore
Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience
UCL Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience
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BRAINSTORM


The Original Playscript





This is the version of the script performed at the National Theatre, London, in July 2015. It was performed by:


Michael Adewale


Doyin Ajiboye


Sama Aunallah


Yaamin Chowdhury


Jack Hughes


Noah Landoni


Gracia Kayindo


Tyrel Phan


Serafina Willow


Segen Yosife





A Note on the Play


The play is performed on a simple white stage, surrounded by plain wooden furniture: drawers, cabinets, bedside tables, a large wardrobe and a bed with a white duvet cover and pillows.


Cables from the theatre hang from above, linked to white four-way plug adaptors that seem to connect to the back of the set. Music plays from a mobile phone connected to a portable speaker on one of the cabinets.


There are two microphones – one upstage, one downstage. Whenever the microphones are used during the play it indicates that a parent is talking.


There is a bedroom lamp onstage at the start. Other lamps emerge from the drawers during the play. These are used to indicate individual bedrooms during the Bedrooms and Sprouting scenes and for the Brain Scan scene, where they are anonymously lit to provide answers to a series of questions.


As the cast arrive onstage they use their mobile phones to communicate with each other using WhatsApp. At various points in the play they project their phones on to the wardrobe, revealing their screens to the audience.


During the play the cast talk openly to the audience and stage manager.


A forward slash (/) in the text indicates an interruption.





Before the Show


As the audience arrive they are given cards on which they are asked to write a message to their teenage self, starting with the words ‘You don’t know this yet but…’


These are collected as the audience enter the theatre and some are selected to be read out in the final scene of the play.




Introduction


GRACIA walks on stage. She speaks to the audience.






	GRACIA


	Hello.







	 


	So.







	 


	JACK enters. He sits down and takes out his phone. Throughout the scene, whenever someone enters, they take out their phone and sit sending messages to each other via a central WhatsApp group, commenting on how they’re feeling, what’s happening in the show, and the audience.







	 


	That’s Jack.







	 


	(To the audience.) Look at him.







	 


	What do you think of him?







	 


	Do you like him?







	 


	What do you think is going on in his head, right now?







	 


	
Jack’s thirteen. He’s the youngest one here.


He hates that. Don’t you, Jack?








	 


	Jack used to live in Singapore, but now he lives in Finsbury Park.







	 


	When we first did this play in January he had quite a high voice, but now it’s getting really deep.







	 


	Say something, Jack.







	 


	JACK doesn’t say anything.







	 


	Say something.







	 


	JACK says whatever pops into his head.







	
GRACIA



	Say something longer.







	JACK


	No.







	GRACIA


	Look at his little face.







	 


	SERAFINA enters.







	 


	
That’s Serafina.


Serafina’s fourteen.








	 


	Serafina once locked herself in her room for a whole week and only spoke to her mum by text message.







	 


	She’s got this type of epilepsy – so she might like have a seizure for a few seconds or something during the show… so, yeah.







	 


	Oh, and she is totally in love with Benedict Cumberbatch.







	SERAFINA


	He has this eye thing, like one eye is a different colour to the other eye.







	 


	NOAH enters.







	GRACIA


	This is Noah. He’s fifteen.







	NOAH


	Hi. Hello.







	GRACIA


	Noah hates sitting still.







	 


	Last year he broke into a construction site and hung off the scaffolding on the third floor – cos he’s an idiot.







	 


	MICHAEL enters.







	 


	
That’s Michael.


He’s fifteen too.








	 


	Whenever Michael does anything stupid, his mum tells him she’s going to send him back to Nigeria to live in a village with no shoes.







	MICHAEL


	(To an audience member.) She never does though.







	
GRACIA



	
This is a play about us.


It’s about our brains.


And it’s about you.








	 


	Twenty years ago scientists thought that teenage brains were the same as adult brains, but like really rubbish versions of them.







	 


	Scientists thought teenagers were just crap adults.







	 


	Most people thought teenagers were just crap adults.







	 


	In fact, most people still do.







	 


	TYREL enters.







	 


	This is Tyrel. He’s sixteen.







	 


	So then scientists started using these machines called MRI machines to scan people’s brains and they learned loads more about them.







	 


	And they found out that teenagers aren’t actually crap adults.







	 


	They found out that our brains are different to adult brains and that that’s okay, that’s a good thing, they’re meant to be like that.







	 


	Beat.







	 


	Tyrel does this wicked impression of a caterpillar.







	 


	Do it, Tyrel.







	TYREL


	Shut up.







	MICHAEL


	Do it.







	TYREL


	I’m not doing it.







	GRACIA


	And so scientists now know that teenage brains are different for a reason, but if you go and ask people in the street or teachers or bus drivers or politicians or parents or the security guards that follow us around in shops, I bet they don’t know that.







	 


	We know. And we think you should know.







	
 



	SAMA and DOYIN enter.







	 


	That’s Sama.







	 


	And that’s Doyin.







	 


	They’re both sixteen.







	 


	Doyin’s like really clever, she won this speech competition and she’s Head Girl and she’s Nigerian, like Michael, and she’s a really good singer.







	 


	Sama has thousands of followers on Twitter, but they’re all One Direction fans so they don’t count.







	 


	She’s really good at doing her make-up. She hasn’t left the house without make-up on since she was eleven.







	 


	In Sama’s brain there are eighty-six billion neurons.







	 


	A neuron is a cell that sends information.







	 


	In your brain, and your brain, and your brain right now, there are eighty-six billion neurons.







	 


	Everyone has eighty-six billion neurons.







	 


	Even Michael does.







	 


	In Serafina’s brain, right now, there are neurons sending loads of information about Benedict Cumberbatch’s eyes.







	 


	Whenever you think of something, or do something, or look at your phone, or dance to some sick tune, or think about someone really fit –







	SERAFINA


	Like Benedict Cumberbatch.
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